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CHAPTER 10 
ENVIRONMENTALLY SUSTAINABLE TOURISTS? 
Sara Dolnicar 
 
Key concepts 
Environmentally friendly tourists / sustainable tourists / green tourists / biocentric 
tourists  Definitions vary, but such tourists are believed to cause less or wish to cause 
less environmental harm when on vacation 
Market segment A group of consumers who have something in common, for example, 
if they all behave in pro-environmental ways when they are on vacation.  
Publicly visible specific commitment A way shown to increase pro-environmental 
behavior in the tourism context. Tourists wear a badge which shows that they have 
committed to undertaking a very specific pro-environmental action during their 
vacation.  
Enabling infrastructure Infrastructure provided at the tourism destination or at the 
tourism business that allows tourist who wish to behave in an environmentally friendly 
way to do so.  
 
<A>Introduction 
 
Many years ago I developed a keen interest in sustainable tourism. Being an idealist, I 
wanted to believe that tourists exist who are intrinsically environmentally friendly and 
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who will make an extra effort to enjoy their vacation while still protecting the 
environment. Being a marketer, I knew that is common for tourism destinations and 
tourism business to identify target markets and proactively pursue them. Combining 
these two fact made it appear as if the solution to sustainable tourism was really not that 
complicated: find and understand intrinsically environmentally friendly tourists, select 
them as target segment and develop a marketing plan to attract them (Dolnicar 2006). 
No need for market regulation, no need for capacity restrictions, no need for any 
attempts to educate tourists upon arrival at the destination. Easy fixed, I thought, 
somewhat naively. Unfortunately, at least four reasons stand in the way of the above 
solution to sustainable tourism.  
<A>It remains unclear whether environmentally friendly tourist exists  
 
Despite the fact that environmentally sustainable tourist (referred to also as 
environmentally friendly tourist, sustainable tourists, ecotourists, green tourists, 
biocentric tourists (see also Chapter 2, this volume)) have been the subject of extensive 
research, there is little compelling evidence that they actually exist, nor is there 
agreement on the potential market size of this segment or characteristics of members of 
the segment. To some extent this is due to the fact that every study attempting to profile 
tourists has operationalized them in a different way, as demonstrated recently by 
Dolnicar, Juvan and Yanamandram (2013). For example, about a third of studies 
investigate visitors to parks and protected areas (e.g., Hvengaard & Dearden 1998; 
Kerstetter, Hou & Lin 2004; Ryan, Hughes & Chirgwin 2000), one-fifth investigate 
visitors to well known eco-destinations (e.g., Ballantine & Eagles 1994; Palacio & 
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McCool 1997) and one-fifth investigate tourists who stay in eco-lodges (e.g., Weaver & 
Lawton 2002). While it is likely that tourists who wish to cause the smallest possible 
environmental damage at the destination will visit parks and protected areas and may be 
more likely to choose eco-destinations and sleep in eco-lodges, the reverse conclusion is 
not necessarily true: not everyone who visits a park, not everyone who travels to an eco-
destination, not everyone who sleeps in an eco-lodge is an environmentally sustainable 
tourist.  
 
The profiles of environmentally friendly tourists developed in a large number of 
empirical studies in the past therefore do not necessarily profile truly environmentally 
sustainable tourists and they vary greatly, as pointed out by Tao, Eagles and Smith 
(2004) and Dolnicar, Crouch and Long (2008). As a consequence, firm conclusions 
about who environmentally sustainably tourists actually are cannot be derived. If one 
attempted to paint a picture of the average environmentally sustainable tourist based on 
the literature this person would be middle aged, half highly educated, half not, slightly 
environmentally concerned, slightly environmentally aware, slightly willing to forgo 
comfort and adventure seeking and slightly female. Clearly, such a profile is not 
particularly useful for a destination manager or the manager of tourism business as a 
basis for targeting this segment.  
 
Possibly the most promising approach to understanding who the more environmentally 
sustainable tourists are involve approaching them in a context which can be reasonably 
assumed to be indicative of them being committed to the protection of the environment. 
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One way of doing this, which has been shown to discriminate effectively between 
people who behave in an environmentally friendly way and those who do not (Olli, 
Grendstad & Wollebaek 2001) is to recruit as study participants members of 
environmental protection organisations. This approach was taken, for example, by 
Eagles (1992) who reports on data collected from members of to Canadian associations 
whose mission is environmental conservation, finding that respondents have distinctly 
different travel motivations patterns than other Canadian tourists, specifically they are 
more motivated by wilderness, parks and rural areas, and water and mountains. They are 
more physically active, seek adventure and are keen to meet other people who share 
their interests. A similar approach was taken by Meric and Hunt (1998); again, members 
of environmental organisations were targeted with an invitation to participate in this 
study. In this case, however, the focus was on nature tourism, so also camping travellers 
and member of nature organisations were included thus broadening the scope from 
purely environmentally sustainable tourism to ecotourism in the broader sense of the 
meaning.  
 
The body of work studying people known to be committed to environmental protection 
results in a somewhat clearer picture of who environmentally sustainable tourists might 
be. However, as raised by Blamey (1997), research investigating environmentally 
sustainable tourists can be intentions or outcome based. It appears that the body of work 
to date is highly biased towards intentions. There is very little, if any, firm evidence of 
environmentally sustainable tourists actually behaving in an environmentally 
sustainable manner in the vacation context.   
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<A>People’s behaviour changes with contexts   
 
People behave differently in different situations in life. A number of researchers have 
suggested that people tend to reduce their level of environmentally friendly behaviour 
when on vacation. For example, McKercher (1993: 12) states that on vacation: “mass 
tourists tend to exhibit atypical behaviours […]. It must be remembered that tourists are 
seeking an escape from their everyday existence. While on vacation, they do not want to 
be burdened with the concerns of the normal world.”.  
 
Empirical support for this notion was provided by Dolnicar and Grün (2009) who show 
that tourists will generally reduce their engagement in environmentally friendly 
behaviors when moving from the home environment to the vacation environment. The 
key reasons provided by tourists to explain why this change in behaviour occurs include 
aspects that cannot be changed, such as people’s feeling that they deserve a break from 
the everyday efforts when on vacation, but also reasons that could be addressed by 
policy makers and tourism industry, including that tourists do not feel as responsible for 
the destination as they do for their home, they feel that their behaviour at home has 
more long-term impact, that they have available in their home environment the 
infrastructure required to behave environmentally friendly, whereas they do not at the 
destination and that environmental action at home has the potential to save them money, 
such as water and energy cost. Similar conclusions emerged from a qualitative study 
conducted in the UK: people felt entitled to enjoy their holidays without worrying about 
the environment and were not willing to change their behaviour as tourists in view of 
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protecting the environment at the destination, arguing that environmental protection is 
the government’s responsibility (Miller, Rathouse, Scarles, Holmes & Tribe 2010). 
 
Despite these discouraging findings, it may still be possible that at least a small, very 
committed group of people exists who assess the impact of each behavior they 
undertake with respect to its environmental impact. In the context of tourism some 
evidence for this is provided by Mair (2011), concluding that about 10 per cent of 
conference travelers engage in the activity of carbon offsetting. While this leaves some 
hope, it also leads to the next problem, a question my PhD student, Emil Juvan, asked 
me: if a person who is absolutely committed to produce the lowest possible 
environmental footprint with respect to every behaviour, including vacation behaviour, 
are they actually in the position to choose the vacation with the lowest environmental 
footprint?     
<A>Even “dark green” tourists cannot make a fully informed vacation choice  
 
Extremely environmentally concerned people may choose not to travel at all and to 
spend their work-free days at home. From an environmental point of view, this is an 
excellent decision; from a tourism point of view, it is a disastrous decision. If the 
tourism industry genuinely wishes to cater to tourists who are interested in keeping their 
vacation-induced carbon footprint as low as possible, those tourists need to be provided 
with tools that allow them to assess the comparative environmental cost of alternative 
vacation options. Such tools are currently not readily available.  
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Tourists can use online carbon calculators, but only few of them allow the calculation of 
the complete footprint for a vacation. Those that do, lead to different results, making it 
difficult for a user to feel that they generate credible data (Juvan & Dolnicar, 2014). 
Similarly, a wide range of certification labels are on the market indicating 
environmental sustainability of a trip, but it is not obvious to consumers which criteria 
are used to award certifications. The lack of reliable information about the 
environmental cost of any given vacation invites the less honourable of tourism 
providers to engage in green wash, further reducing the credibility of information 
provided to the marketplace on the environmental consequences of a vacation offer. 
 
A similar argument was made by Moisander (2007) who argues that the burden of 
environmentally friendly consumption is too heavy for most consumers. Moisander 
(2007) identifies at least four barriers to environmentally friendly consumption in the 
broader, non-tourism context: (1) expert knowledge is required to assess the extent of 
negative environmental effects of different behaviors, (2) consumers have to have the 
ability and skill-set to search for information and make the assessment, (3) contradictory 
information makes it difficult to actually determine which source to trust and, to 
complicate matters even further, (4) green wash has increased consumer scepticism 
about statements of environmental sustainability on products. Moisander (2007: 406) 
refers to this mix of problems as the “perplexity of environmental information”. This 
term is illustrative of how a person motivated to do the right thing must feel after 
attempting to do so: utterly perplexed, probably frustrated and in all likelihood only the 
most persistent of environmentally sustainably consumers will persist with considering 
environmental impacts when making a consumer choice or planning a vacation.  
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<A> If tourists don’t demand it, tourism industry does not offer it  
 
As McKercher (1993: 9) stated, tourism: “is a private sector dominated industry, with 
investment decisions being based predominantly on profit maximisation”. This aim 
leaves little space for idealism. A number of empirical studies have empirically 
demonstrated that environmental sustainability is typically not prioritized by tourism 
businesses because it stands in the way of profit maximization. For example, a study of 
residents’ attitudes towards tourism, conservation, growth and change in the Spey 
Valley in Scotland conducted by Getz (1994) reveals that about 80 per cent of 
respondents, both in 1978 and 1992 agree or strongly agree with the statement that “We 
must protect wildlife even at the expense of some development”. At the same time, 
about half of the respondents in both samples agree or strongly agree with the statement 
that “More skiing facilities would not hurt the Cairngorms too much” and between 56 
per cent (in 1978) and 74% (in 1992) agree or strongly agree with the statement that 
“Nature reserves are here for people to use and more access should be provided to 
them”. While residents display good environmental intentions, the high level of support 
for additional development does not reflect these intentions.  
  
Barry and Ladkin’s (1997) study of small tourism business owners in East Sussex 
similarly showed that, while they were predominantly in favour of sustainable tourism 
practises, a key barrier to their implementation was cost. Particular concerns were raised 
in relation to legislated sustainably policies which would increase cost to a point where 
marginal businesses may not be able to survive. Similar concerns were raised about 
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additional time that may be required to implement sustainable practises with small 
business owners stating that they cannot afford to spend more time away from their 
business. Barry and Ladkin’s (1997) results are largely confirmed in a study conducted 
by Knowles, Macmillan, Palmer, Grabowski and Hashimoto (1999). The three key 
conclusions resulting from their survey study of hotel managers are that (1) most hotels 
stated that they undertook some kind of environmental action, but that (2) there is a 
clear gap between theory and practice with “widespread awareness of environmental 
issues among hoteliers” which is “not always translated into action” (p. 263) and that 
(3) environmental action is motivated primarily by financial benefits or strategic fit. The 
key role of financial benefits in encouraging pro-environmental action and the key role 
of additional resource requirement in discouraging pro-environmental action have been 
confirmed in a number of studies (including Carlsen, Getz & Ali-Knight 2001; Garay & 
Font 2012; Hobson & Essex 2001; Vernon, Essex, Pinder & Curry 2003; van Haastert 
& de Grosbois 2010).    
<A>Hope for the future   
 
Despite that fact that the quest for the substantially sized and economically attractive 
market segment of environmentally friendly tourists has been unsuccessful, there is still 
hope for environmentally sustainable tourism. However, harvesting these opportunities 
will require efforts (not necessarily financial) and commitment from different 
stakeholders to implement. Approaches that have particular potential include traditional 
ones, such as government regulation, which will need to be implemented in a more 
committed way, but also possible new avenues such as  
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(1) Providing infrastructure at the tourist destination which enables tourist who wish 
to maintain their high level of environmentally friendly everyway behaviours while on 
vacation to actually engage in those behaviours. Examples include making available 
separate garbage bins or bicycles for travel around the destination. A more radical 
approach, which was tested by Christopher Warren, who runs a highly environmentally 
sustainably small accommodation business in regional Australia, is to offer to visitors 
when they book their accommodation to provide free transfers to connecting train or 
coach services and then free loan of a car during their stay.  - from the carbon audit of 
their business it was identified that petrol consumption by both the business and guests 
was by far the biggest source of CO2, so this service helped to reduce the impact of 
visitors. 
(2) Providing infrastructure to small tourism businesses to make it easy and viable to 
engage in environmental practices. An example illustrating what a difference 
infrastructure makes is provided by Radwan, Jones and Minoli (2012) in the 
context of the adoption of solid waste management practises in small hotels in the 
UK. An example of how a small accommodation business in Australia (Crystal 
Creek Meadows, Kangaroo Valley, New South Wales) provides necessary 
infrastructure and calls from active participation from their visitors is provided in 
the box case, with key infrastructure offered to guests underlined.  
 
How we minimise our environmental impacts....... and with your help make a difference  
Recycling 
We promote recycling, reused cardboard for mulching and select items with minimal 
packaging.  
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How you can help: There is a bin for recyclable items in your cottage, when you leave you 
can place in the correct waste bins 
Food Waste 
We have managed to cut landfill waste by 66% in 3 years. One of the ways we have 
achieved this is by feeding food scraps to the chickens.  
How you can help: Keep you food scraps in the bucket provided and feed the chooks; 
they’ll love you for it!  
Plastic Waste 
We support Kangaroo Valley’s Plastic Bag Free Zone and have a voluntary ban on plastic 
water bottles  
How you can help: Buy our refillable water bottles and borrow our shopping bags  
Water 
Harvest rainwater for our cottages. Collect storm water for property irrigation.  
How you can help: Be mindful of water use, especially during times of drought   
Electricity 
Consumption has been cut. Our 5 kW solar farm provides one third of our needs, the 
purchased balance is 100% Accredited Green Energy  
How you can help: use natural ventilation (we have designed the cottages so you enjoy 
the breeze of fresh clean air), use the key tags, turn off outside lights at night, note the 
Centmetre (a fun device that shows energy use and cost in real time), turn off things you 
don’t require  
Firewood 
Firewood from environmentally sustainable forests is a magnificent resource, cleaner and 
more efficient than electricity....and renewable. Visit our firewood plantation which is also 
a conservation area for wildlife.  
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How you can help: read your wood fire guide that explains how to light your romantic 
cosy fire efficiently, collect some kindling together as you enjoy a walk on the property. 
Gas 
We use instant hot water systems so there is no energy waste in keeping water storage 
hot.  
How you can help: don’t run the hot water unnecessarily.  
Vehicles 
We keep vehicle use to a minimum (buying locally), use E10 fuel  
How you can help: take advantage of our free rail and bus transfers from Berry; make the 
journey to us part of your holiday. Guests can borrow our bikes (its fun and you might get 
to see more), for longer journeys borrow our car (conditions apply)  
Chemicals 
Although not a certified organic farm, Crystal Creek Meadows has a minimal chemical use 
policy. So you will see some weeds in the garden but also butterflies, bees and birds. Our 
cottages are cleaned with eco friendly products using native essential oils. 
How you can help: tell us what interesting insects, birds and animals you saw during your 
walk as we are monitoring the results of low/no chemical use on the land. Enjoy the 
chemical-free fresh scent in your cottage. 
Biodiversity 
Free range meat, salmon from Australian fish farms and priority given to organic and local 
produce. Our aromatherapy range promotes the medicinal values of plants. 
How you can help: select items on local menus and markets that contain local, organic 
ingredients. Purchase souvenirs made from local sustainable natural materials, or items 
that are antiques or second hand. Enjoy the scent of the aromatherapy plants on your 
walks around the property. 
Conservation 
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60% of our property is devoted to conservation through the rehabilitation of wetlands and 
perennial streams. 
How you can help: Guests can plant trees on our property for $3.50 or enjoy a day in the 
garden with Christopher and family with some conservation work (kids love to take part 
and travel in the trailer!)  
Every little bit makes a difference. Thank you to all our guests for their participation      
 
Source: http://www.crystalcreekmeadows.com.au/green-credentials, reproduced with permission 
of Christopher Warren 
 
 
 
(3) Focusing on environmentally friendly kinds of tourism. It is well understood that 
certain aspects of a vacation come at a higher environmental cost (see, for example, 
Gössling et al. 2005). Therefore, if a tourism destination has the option, it could 
choose to focus on offering tourism products which have a smaller global 
environmental footprint, such as short haul city travel (Dolnicar, Laesser & Matus 
2010).  
(4) Harvesting the opportunity of change of context, if managed well, could bear the 
potential of positive behavioural change. An example of how that can occur in the 
context of people moving their primary place of residence was provided by 
Bamberg (2006). Bamberg demonstrated that when people relocate an intervention 
can have significant impact on their behaviour. In the case of Bamberg’s study, 
people who had recently moved had been given a free public transport ticket and a 
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recommended itinerary for the travel required. The recipients increased their use of 
public transport. The explanation offered by the author is that the interaction of the 
change in environment and the intervention (free ticket and itinerary 
recommendation) caused the effect. This situation is similar to that in the tourism 
context: people relocate temporarily and have to establish new routines, new ways 
of travelling around the destination, new ways of disposing of garbage etc. This 
time of re-establishing routines could offer an invaluable opportunity to modify 
behaviour, for example, by providing a free ticket for public transport or a discount 
voucher for a market selling locally grown produce etc.            
(5) Tapping into fundamental mechanisms of human nature and effectively “trick” 
tourists into behaving in a more environmentally sustainable manner. A recent 
empirical study demonstrates how this can be done quite simply and how effective 
it is: Baca-Motes, Brown, Gneezy, Keenan and Nelson (2013) used cognitive 
dissonance theory as the mechanism to tap into. They conducted an experiment 
where they asked random hotel visitors at the hotel check-in to commit, at different 
levels, to reusing their towels. The highest level of commitment was symbolized by 
a pin which tagged them as environmentally sustainable in a way that was visible to 
every other guest in the hotel. In the control group of this experiment 57 per cent of 
participants hung the towel for reuse at least once, in the highest specific 
commitment group the percentage was 73 per cent.  
(6) And there is even still hope for a segmentation approach targeting environmentally 
sustainable tourists. But, as opposed to the idealistic view presented at the 
beginning of this chapter, this segment is likely to be a very small niche segment of 
people who are absolutely committed to environmental conservation. It is probably 
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not easy to find these people, but some of them are likely to be members of social 
groups and associations with the mission of environmental protection. Participating 
in such a group is a good predictor of pro-environmental behavior (Olli, Grendstad 
& Wollebaek 2001) and could provide tourism marketers with access to this niche 
market. Another advantage of this approach is that members of this niche segments 
are very likely to be immune against any shallow attempt of green wash. They are 
likely, instead, to have a good understanding what makes a vacation 
environmentally friendly and will therefore be able to see through attempts of 
convincing them otherwise using, for example, certification symbols of unknown 
origin.   
<A>Conclusions   
 
There is no doubt that the environmental sustainability of tourism activity matters, both 
at a local and at a global level. It has also become clear that trusting in tourists’ intrinsic 
motivation to behave in an environmentally friendly manner when on vacation is 
unlikely to be a success strategy. There is no mass market or substantially sized market 
segment of environmentally friendly tourists. While there is some indication that a 
small, probably extremely small, niche segment of people exists who are passionate 
about the protection of the environment and assess every behaviour, including their 
vacations behaviour, in view of the environmental cost associated with it, this segment 
is not large enough enable the global tourism industry top survive and grow. 
Nevertheless, this niche segment can be harvested by some destinations; they would 
probably have to totally commit to being genuinely and all-encompassing 
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environmentally sustainable to cater for this segment. It may be possible to reach parts 
of this segment through environmental groups. While this may not provide access to the 
entire market, it still makes this niche segment actionable and tapping into those who 
are organized in groups first and then relying on word of mouth may be a success 
strategy.     
 
Given that the niche segment discussed above is very small and requires a very specific 
tourism offer, catering for it is unlikely to make a huge impact on the environmental 
sustainability of the global tourism industry. Other approaches are needed. Of the 
traditional approaches, industry self-regulation is not a promising strategy given that the 
tourism industry is primarily interested in survival and profit. Education of tourists is 
not a promising strategy either. Given that tourists come to a tourist destination to relax 
and let their hair down, they are unlikely to represent a captive audience for 
environmental lectures which will prevent them from having a real break from their 
everyday life. Government regulation remains an option, if governments are willing to 
commit to imposing restrictions with serious environmental impacts and, optimally, 
bear the cost at least for small businesses which may genuinely not be able to afford 
compliance with strict, new regulations relating to environmental practises. Government 
interventions that would assist in environmental sustainability could also involve the 
provision of infrastructure required for some operational aspects which affect the 
environment, such as solid waste management.  
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In addition, a number of new demand-sided approaches could be investigated, which do 
not assume the existence of a mass segment of environmentally friendly tourists driven 
by their intrinsic motivation to protect the environment. Rather, such approaches would 
involve harvesting opportunities, such as the fact that a vacation is effectively a 
temporary relocation and that new routines are established. Routine behaviour displayed 
at home cannot be replicated exactly, so the key is to intervene in the establishment 
phase of vacation routines in an attempt to increase environmentally friendly 
behavioural options. For example, offering hotel guest free bicycles for moving around 
the destination immediately as they check into the hotel may prevent them from either 
considering or investigating other travel options. A second mechanism proven to be 
highly effective in the context of hotel towel reuse, but is applicable in other contexts is 
to make tourists commit – if possible in a publicly visible way  –  to very specific 
behaviors during their vacation which reduce the negative environmental impact on the 
vacation.     
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